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Abstract:
In this article, the primary education reform in Japan was analyzed particularly focusing on
the changing of instruction in the classrooms comparing it with the situations in other countries
based on the documents of these governments and the world organizations. At first, the changes
of the Course of Study in Japan were reviewed and analyzed to comprehend the features of the
current educational reform. Currently, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (MEXT) in Japan is caring out the policy that the children can acquire not only
knowledge and skills but also abilities to use them. The learning of the children requires
interactive activities with others such as classmates, teachers and people in the communities.
This point of view is similar to the competences that OECD is advocating. According to Matsuo
(2014), there are two influential trends of educational reform in the world. One was started in the
US and the other was advocated by OECD. In the US, the skills for 21 century have been
challenged to inquire. Particularly, qualities and abilities for “employability” have been pursued.
Canada and the US have been influenced by this trend. In this article, the background and the
concept of the competencies of these organizations were analyzed and considered in detail based
on their documents comparing them with those of educational reforms in Japan. The difficult
situation teachers in Japan are facing for current educational reform was also mentioned. For
improving education in the primary and the secondary schools in Japan, Sato (2015) advocates the
methodologies of authentic learning. In this article, the author indicated that his advocation is
very noticeable because of effective practices in the class rooms.
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Introduction
The purpose of this research is to analyze the primary education reform in Japan focusing on
the changing of instruction in the classrooms comparing it with the situations in other countries
based on the documents of these governments.
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In December 2016, the Central Council for Education in Japan produced a report detailing the
revisions to be made in the next Course of Study Guidelines. The report insists on “subjective”,
“interactive” and “deep learning” with “active learning”.
The important role of the Central Council for Education is to discuss the various matters of
education according to the inquiry of the Minister of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (MEXT) and report to the minister. It consists of nearly 30 persons from various
fields in Japan.
The Central Council for Education predicted that Japan in 2030 will be more complexed,
unpredictable. knowledge based society, and more globalizing world. And it also mentioned that
the fourth Industrial Revolution will affect the industries of the country. Based on the
perspectives, the new Course of Study Guidelines has been designed by MEXT. In 2017, the
guidelines in primary schools in Japan were notified, and in 2020, the classes will be started based
on them.
Ⅰ Changes of the Course of Study in Japan
The Course of Study is the national guideline for designing the curriculum in primary schools,
secondary schools, etc. After the World War II, the first Course of Study was designed in 1947
being affected by the ideas from the United Stated of America.
Matsuo indicated that the Course of Study has been changed mainly 7 times since the first
one was made as the following table (Matsuo, 2014, p.76). The table shows that it has been revised
such as a “pendulum”. The Course of Study in 1947 and 1951 emphasized on problem solving
learning based on empiricism. The educational philosophy of John Dewy was introduced many
occasions to policy makers in Japan by researchers of the America. But in 1958, it was revised
emphasizing on systematic learning and basic academic skills. When the Soviet Union succeeded
in launching “Sputnik” in 1957, many western countries started to improve curriculum of science
and math education in primary and secondary schools to catch up with the country, and Japan
was one of them. In 1968, the Course of Study was revised emphasizing on developing science
concept.
However, because of these revisions of the curriculum, many of the pupils and students of
primary and secondary schools in Japan felt difficulties to catch up with classes. The problem of
students who can’t keep up in schools became a main issue in Japan. On the other hand, in the end
of 1970’s, school violence was recognized a serious problem in the schools. Based on these
situations, MEXT decided to revise the Course of Study in 1977. The theme of this revision was
“humanizing of education” and ten percent of teaching hours was cut in primary and secondary
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schools.
In 1989, a new concept of the ability was introduced by MEXT. This emphasized on the
children’s ability to think and study subjectively. When the Course of Study was revised in 1998,
this direction was reconfirmed. At the primary and secondary schools, the Period for Integrated
Subjects was started to develop this ability of the children. For example, in the classes, the
students were asked to decide what they want to inquire, and according to their interest, they
collected data, pursued their themes, and presented their result. MEXT decided to allocate
enough time to this new learning area. In this Course of Study, a concept of ikiru chikara or “Zest
for Living” was advocated by MEXT. The concept includes the ability to think and study
subjectively, physical strength, and communication skills to cooperate with the others.
In 2002, “five school days for one week” was started in Japan. Previously, on Saturdays, there
were classes only in the morning. Because of the introduction of the Period of Integrated Subjects
and the policy of the five school days, teaching hours of academic subjects such as Japanese
(National Language), math, science, social studies, etc., were shortened. But as the academic low
performance scores of the pupils and the students were gradually appeared, some scholars in
math started to criticize the government. They insisted that the academic abilities of the children
would be lowered more if MEXT kept the same policy. To react these criticisms, the Minister of
MEXT announced “Recommendation of Learning” in 2002. It indicated the various ways to
improve their academic performance, such as home works, eating breakfast regularly, teachers’
Table 1 Changes in Course of Study in Japan
The author wrote the table based on the work cited (Matsuo, 2014, p.76).
1951 Associating Education with Life (Emphasized on Problem Solving Learning based on
Empiricism)
1958 Systematizing of Education (Emphasized on Systematic Learning and Basic Academic
Skills)
1968 Associating Education with Science (Emphasized on Developing Scientific Concept
and Abilities)
1977 Humanizing of Education (Emphasized on Latitude of School Life)
1989 Individualizing of Education (Emphasized on Individual Character based on New
Concept of “Abilities”)
1998 Synthesizing of Education (Starting of Period for Integrated Studies in Primary and
Secondary Schools)
2008 Internationalizing of Education (Emphasize on Languages, Experiences, Faculties for
PISA Test)
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Table 2 Structure of Learning indicated in the Course of Study in 2017
knowledge, skills What do the children understand?
What can they do?
abilities to think, judge, express How do the children use knowledge and
skills?
humanities, attitude How do the children use their learning
experiences for their future?
support for learning of the children after school.
In 2008, when the Course of Study was revised, teaching hours of the Period of Integrated
Subjects were decreased, on the other hand, those of Japanese, math, science, social studies, etc.,
were increased. The “PISA ability” was considered important for the children to live in the
changing societies. It means that not only knowledge and skills but also abilities to use them were
acknowledged as important for the children in the future. As same as that in 1998, the concept of
ikiru chikara or “Zest for Living” was also emphasized by MEXT.
Ⅱ The Course of Study notified in 2017
The Course of Study notified in 2017 showed three dimensions of Structure of Learning as
the following table. According to this policy, the children learn not only knowledge and skills but
also abilities to think, judge and express. Further, through their learning process, they learn
humanities and attitude how to live well in their future.
Mutou (2017) explained that in this new Course of Study, the classes of primary and
secondary education should realize (1) learning subjectively, (2) learning interactively and (3)
learning deeply as follows (Mutou, 2017, p.18).
(1) Learning Subjectively
The classes should be designed so that the children become to be interested in their
learning, study actively, reflect and plan their learning activities by themselves with the
perspectives of the next stage.
(2) Learning Interactively
The classes should be designed so that the children can have their own ideas through
activities with other classmates, teachers, people in the communities, and ancient sages.
Therefore, conversations between the children and the others are very important.
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(3) Learning Deeply
The classes should be designed so that the children understand deeply correlating
knowledge, forming their ideas to examine information carefully, and thinking how to solve
the problems in the learning process such as acquirement, application and inquiry.
Thus, MEXT is currently caring out the policy that the children can acquire not only
knowledge and skills but also abilities to use them. The learning of the children requires
interactive activities with others such as classmates, teachers and people in the communities.
This point of view is similar to the competences that OECD is advocating. OECD has
implemented PISA test since 2000. The result of PISA has impacted educational policies in Japan.
For example, the score of “reading literacy” of PISA in 2003 was quite low, and the “PISA ability”
was considered important for the children. In 2008, when the Course of Study was revised, MEXT
mentioned the result of PISA Test and recognized that the children had problems to use
knowledge and skills (MEXT, 2010, p.1).
Ⅲ Educational Reform in the World
There were two streams in the educational reform in the world (Matsuo, 2014, p.51). One was
started in the US and the other was advocated by OECD. In the US, the skills for 21 century has
been challenged to inquire. Particularly, qualities and abilities for “employability” have been
pursued. Canada and the US have been influenced by this trend (Matsuo, 2014, p.54).
In the US, the Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS) has played as
an important role for indicating the necessary competences and qualities of the pupils and the
students for the future since 1990. The commission was composed of 30 members including the
Secretary of Labor and leaders of various industrial groups. The commission spent 12 months
talking to business owners, to public employers, to the people who manage employees daily, to
union officials, etc (SCANS, 1991, p.ⅰ). As the result of the discussion, the report tilted as What
Work Requires of Schools was written by the committee in 1991. This report identified five
competencies which, in conjunction with a three-part foundation of skills and personal qualities, lie
at the heart of current job performance as the following table.
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Table 3 WORKPLACE NOW-HOW indicated by SCANS
The author wrote the table based on the work cited (SCANS, 1991, p.ⅲ).
COMPETENCIES- effective workers can productively use:
・Resources-allocating time, money, materials, space, and staff;
・Interpersonal Skills-working on teams, teaching others, serving customers, leading,
negotiating, and working well with people from culturally diverse backgrounds;
・Information-acquiring and evaluating data, organizing and maintain files, interpreting and
communicating, and using computers to process information;
・Systems-understanding social, organizational, and technological systems, monitoring and
correcting performance, and designing or improving systems;
・Technology-selecting equipment and tools, applying technology to specific tasks, and
maintain and troubleshooting technologies.
THE FOUDATION-competence requires:
・Basic Skills-reading, writing, arithmetic and mathematics, speaking, and listening;
・Thinking Skills-thinking creatively, making decisions, solving problems, seeing things in
the mind’s eye, knowing how to learn, and reasoning;
・Personal Qualities-individual responsibility, self-esteem, sociability, self-management, and
integrity.
On the other hand, OECD has challenged to define and select “competencies” for knowledge-
based society with DeSeCo Project. EU countries, New Zealand, and Korea have been influenced
by the Concept of the Key Competencies of OECD. Australia, Singapore and Hongkong have been
influenced by both trends (Matsuo, 2014, p.54). Article 1 of the constitution of OECD is written as
follows.
The aim of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development shall be to
promote policies designed:
(a) to achieve the highest sustainable economic growth and employment and a rising
standard of living in Member countries, while maintaining financial stability, and thus to
contribute to the development of the world economy;
(b) to contribute to sound economic expansion in Member as well as non-member countries
in the process of economic development; and
(c) to contribute to the expansion of world trade on a multilateral, non-discriminatory basis in
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Figure 1 The DeSeCo Project’s Framework for Key Competencies
Source: OECD, 2000, p.5.
accordance with international obligations.
Following this aim, OECD has carried out various activities. In 1997, OECD member
countries started the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), with the intention
of monitoring the extent to which students near the end of compulsory schooling have acquired
the knowledge and skills essential for full participation in society (OECD, 2000, p.3). PISA
assessments began with comparing students’ knowledge and skills in the areas of reading,
mathematics, science and problem solving. OECD recognized that the good assessment of student
performance depends on a much wider range of competencies. The OECD’s Definition and
Selection of Competencies (DeSeCo) Project showed conceptual framework for key competencies
as following Figure 1.
According to the document (OECD, 2000, p.5), firstly, individuals need to be able to use wide
range of tools for interacting effectively with the environment such as information technology and
the use of language. Secondly, individuals need to be able to engage with others, and since they
will encounter people from a range of backgrounds, it is important that they are able to interact in
heterogeneous groups. Thirdly, individuals need to be able to take responsibility for managing
their own lives, and act autonomously.
There are the similarities between the concept of competencies SCANS indicated and that
DeSeCo project showed. For example, both of them emphasize not only basic skills but also
qualities of students in the future though they are using different words each other. SCANS uses
the word “basic skills”, and DeSeCo stresses the “competency to use tools interactively”. SCANS
emphasizes on the competence to work well with people from culturally diverse backgrounds,
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and DeSeCo also put high value on the competency to interact in heterogeneous groups. The
competency to “act autonomously” is the value DeSeCo emphasizes, and SCANS shows “self-
esteem” and “self-management”, etc., as important personal qualities.
There are the differences between the background of SCANS and that of DeSeCo.
“Employability” is the most important value that SCANS stressed, and on the other hand,
DeSeCo emphasizes the knowledge and skills that are essential for “full participation in society”.
However, the competencies indicated by both organizations are very close and similar.
The concept of ikiru chikara or “Zest for Living” advocated by MEXT, Japan has also
common features with the competencies those both organizations indicated. This concept
includes the ability to think and study subjectively, physical strength, and communication skills to
cooperate with the others.
Ⅳ The Difficulties Japanese Teachers are Facing
Current changes in educational reform in Japan will require more skills of the teachers for
designing the classes for the children. In addition to that, they need more time to plan and prepare
the learning of the pupils.
However, as indicated on Figure 2, Japanese teachers in primary schools are in charge of
quite a lot of children compared with other OECD countries. In addition to that, their working
hours are long compared with the other countries as indicated on Figure 3.
These situations are making Japanese teachers be difficult to prepare for the educational
reform because of their time limiting. Under these situations, the teachers are seeking a solution
and a way.
Sato (2015) advocates the methodologies of authentic learning for improving education in
primary and secondary schools in Japan. He emphasizes on the learning community in the
classrooms with pair work and small groups of pupils. In his idea, two ways of learning are
prepared in the classes. One is for basic common learning of pupils, and the other is for learning
they can challenge, in his words, learning including “jump” (Sato, 2015, pp.314-316).
His advocation is very noticeable to show effective practices in the class rooms in spite of the
difficult situations many of the teachers are facing.
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Figure 3 Total Statutory Working Time Per School Year, in Hours(Primary School)
OECD, OECD Stat. (https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx? DataSetCode=EDU_CLASS)
(Accessed July 3, 2018). Numbers indicate average numbers per class in primary school.
OECD, OECD Stat. (https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=EAG_WT_ORG) (Accessed
July 3, 2018).
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